Teaching Elementary School Students 
to Be Effective Writers 



Summary of evidence on instructional tips for: 

• Assisting Students to Use Strategies for Writing 

• Teaching Students to Write for a Variety of Purposes 

• Helping Students Write Strong Sentences 


About the Summary of Evidence for WWC Instructional Tips 

Instructional tips help educators carry out recommendations contained in IES Educator’s 
Practice Guides. This summary of evidence describes the research evidence that supports 
the use of the instructional tips in classrooms and is based on a practice guide authored by 
Steve Graham, Alisha Bollinger, Carol Booth Olson, Catherine D’Aoust, Charles MacArthur, 
Deborah McCutchen, and Natalie Olinghouse. 
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About the Evidence 

The evidence supporting the elementary writing instructional tips is 
drawn from research that meets What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) 
design standards and is summarized below. 

To learn more about the research evidence, read the practice guide, 

Teaching Elementary School Students to Be Effective Writers. 



Assisting Students to Use Strategies for Writing 
(Recommendation 2a, Steps 1 and 3) 

Supported by fourteen studies that meet WWC Group Design Standards 

and ten supplemental studies 

Fourteen group design studies found predominantly positive effects of teaching students to 
use strategies for writing . 1 

• One study tested an intervention in which teachers introduced students to the reflex¬ 
ive writing process. Students were then taught parts of the writing process in 
separate sessions, with each session focused on a specific component of the process . 2 

• In four studies, teachers taught students strategies for planning their writing . 3 
For example, in two related studies, teachers taught a planning strategy and then gave 
students different types of goals related to writing process or writing products to help 
them learn and apply the strategy in their writing . 4 

• In three studies, students learned and practiced strategies for evaluating, revising, and 
editing their writing . 5 For example, in one study, students were taught to use rubrics to 
evaluate their writing, and then practiced evaluating writing samples based on the rubrics . 6 

• Six studies examined self-regulated strategy development (SRSD) instruction, 

an approach that teaches writing strategies by teaching background knowledge, 
describing and modeling the strategy, asking students to practice using it in groups 
and with assistance, and eventually asking students to apply it independently . 7 

Overall writing quality is identified in the practice guide as the most important type of outcome 
for writing instruction. Twelve of the studies related to this set of tips examined effects on stu¬ 
dents’ overall writing quality, consistently finding positive effects on these outcomes immediately 
after the intervention and, when reported, after a follow-up period . 8 However, four of these stud¬ 
ies found no evidence of a positive effect on other types of writing outcomes (focused on specific 
components of writing, such as sentence structure ). 9 Two studies related to this set of tips did not 
examine overall writing quality but found positive effects on quantity of text produced . 10 

Supplemental evidence comes from ten single-case design studies that examined SRSD 
instruction and found improvements in student writing outcomes . 11 ’ 12 

• Two studies examined SRSD implemented in whole class or paired settings with general 
education students . 13 

• Eight studies examined SRSD implemented in small-group, paired, or individual settings 
with students who were at risk for writing difficulties . 14 















Teaching Students to Write for a Variety of Purposes 
(Recommendation 2b, Steps 1 and 2) 

Supported by five studies that meet WWC Group Design Standards 

Five group design studies tested the effectiveness of teaching students to write for a variety 
of purposes and predominately found positive effects on student writing . 15 

• In four studies, teachers instructed students to compose, review or revise their 
writing for different genres or audiences . 16 

° For example, in one study, teachers gave students an audience awareness goal and 
guidelines that instructed them to think about who might disagree with their opinion, 
what reasons those people might give, and how to defend their own opinion . 17 

° In one study, students participated in a lesson on reviewing and revising for each 
of two informational and persuasive essays . 18 

• In one study, instruction included specific sessions dedicated to establishing the 
purpose and analyzing the audience of a writing task . 19 

Three of the studies related to this set of tips examined effects on students’ overall writing 
quality, and all found positive effects on these outcomes . 20 One of these studies found positive 
effects for the sixth-grade sample but not for the fourth-grade sample . 21 Of the two studies 
related to this set of tips that did not examine overall writing quality, one found positive effects 
on quantity of text produced , 22 and the other found improvements in sentence construction . 23 














Helping Students Write Strong Sentences 
(Recommendation 3, Step 3) 

Supported by two studies that meet WWC Group Design Standards 

and one supplemental study 


Two group design studies tested the effectiveness of sentence-construction interventions, 
and both found positive effects on at least one measure of student writing . 24 


• One study found that the quantity of text students produced increased when teachers 
taught Standard English conventions and strategies . 25 

• In another study, teachers explained and modeled the use of a specific sentence¬ 
combining strategy, and then student pairs practiced the procedure. This study found posi¬ 
tive effects on measures of writing quality but negative effects on quantity of text produced . 26 


Supplemental evidence comes from one single-case design study, which found that sentence¬ 
combining instruction improved the overall writing quality of at-risk students. This study 
found no discernible effects on a measure of sentence structure . 27 
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